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between the close personal and the distant impersonal. Passed through genera tions, the Fa Mu Lan chant is "impersonal" or "suprapersonal"; it has gained an existence and form of its own, and speaking brings it to life. But what happens when the chant is written down? Kingston, the adult, retrospective writer, is not the confidently chanting child; she sees the child from a distance and remembers her real hope that the magic bird would take her away. It never did. The warrior's story is simultaneously hers and not hers, an influence but also a disappointment. Writing can be a sneaky form of suppressed speech.
Kingston writes forbidden secrets, but a reader rarely hears the character of Maxine speaking. As she works with the stories of her relatives, she dramatizes the sense of distance and silence which frequently oppresses her even as an adult. The author has subtitled her book "Memoirs of a Girlhood among Ghosts," rather than "Autobiography of My Girlhood." Memoirs traditionally concentrate on descriptions of meetings with other, famous people. Kingston sometimes regrets, but also employs her role as onlooker, at one point stepping back to look through the eyes of her visiting aunt and examine the messy, ink-stained child, herself. This situation recalls the situation of a fiction writer, who also stands apart from the story by using a narrator to "speak" and judge. is partly a matter of distance. Readers "reality test" autobiography by compar ing it with their own opinions and experiences.1 Roy Pascal argues similarly that readers make moral judgments of autobiographical narrators. Autobiogra phies are at their best, Pascal writes, when they show individuals in "successive collisions with circumstance," so that in the process of reading such a book, one can gain practical wisdom in living. Those events outside the range of the author's experience are outside the range of autobiography, and the critic counsels young men to turn instead to the autobiographical novel for investiga tions of potential situations.2 Kingston obviously circumvents these fatherly suggestions by exploring the lives of her female relatives, lives that run far beyond her own experience. This freedom to explore fantasy dramatically many would simply call fiction.
According to Pascal and Holland, readers do not tend to unite with autobio graphical "heroes" as they do with fictional heroes; an element of judgment intrudes, so that the "dream alliance" between a reader and a character in fiction becomes much more difficult, or impossible, with autobiographies. This situation creates a paradox important for the discussion. A fiction writer's invisibility and distance from the work allows it to stand on its own; at the same time fiction, thus freed from its progenitor, seems much more intimately adaptable to the involvement of readers. The feeling I get from The Woman Warrior is that Kingston constructs a partly fictional world in order to be able to reenter it imaginatively as a reader, someone who is distant enough to see clearly but is also emotionally involved in the story. This move is very similar to the adaptation of focus any adult must make when looking at someone who was once completely "mother," but who is now a "person," with all the hitches and complexities that implies.
A more precise definition of the distinctions between autobiography and fiction, which usually parallels the distinctions between informative as opposed to more artful prose, has been suggested by Kenneth Burke. His analysis of the "psychology of information" as opposed to the "psychology of form" leads him to examine the ways in which art depends on dramatic manipulation of the audience by means of sequential and often juxtaposed forms that are patterned after "psychological universals" like the enjoyment of rest after exertion or the involvement in a mounting crescendo. According to Burke, the more a work depends on psychology of form rather than information, the more it bears repeating; thus music keeps fresh after many repetitions. ages Kingston, for it offers her a new interpretation of her own writing, which does not challenge the laws of the community in this case, but acts with them instead. Like the Woman Warrior, she carries words carved into the skin of her back and will now tell vengeance for her family. These two different lessons were told by one mother. How does one explain the inconsistencies? Brave Orchid stands in the center of the book and her chapter, the third, ends with a tense and loving dialogue between the nervous daughter and the great, bearish, worried older woman. Kingston has moved regressively from her adolescence, to childhood, to life in China before she was born. Her fourth chapter shifts to a skyscraper in Los Angeles where she has never been. By occasionally taking the viewpoint of her aunt, Moon Orchid, the narrator gains the vision of someone who has stepped fresh off the plane from China; she may now be able to see how her own mother views her.
Kingston also manages to compare two immigrants, one a survivor who can heft hundred pound sacks of Texas rice and who works in the dust and steam heat of a laundry, and the other, Moon Orchid, a giggling lady who was crushed by the determined plans of her own strong sister. The author watches the bullying and subsequent tender concern of her mother towards her aunt.
She draws conclusions about justifications for force?people must "get tough" to survive here?so she can accept the methods used on her as a child.
